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me. It was the first time I had worn African clothes since my azr?;
in tny, dusty Gambia, and evidenuy they were not iImpressed. They
sdjusted my head-tie and pulled my lappa, the ankle-length fabric I had
wrapped around myself, even tighter.

“You’re too thin,” one of them
pronounced. “It’s no good.” They nick

named me “Chicken-hips.”
I marvelled at this accolade, for I had never been called thin in my

life. It was something 1 longed for. I would have been flattered if those

ample-bosomed women hadn’t looked so distressed. It was obvious I fell
far short of their ideal of beauty.

Fhad dressed up for a very speci
The women heaped rice
it into mounds with
trusting our fingers int

2

al occasion — the baptism of a son.
into tin basins the size of laundry tubs, shap-
their hands. Five of us sat around one basin,
o the scalding food. These women ate with
“wh relish, such joy. They pressed the rice into balls in their fists,
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beal}txdt | them of things they wanted to for.get, such as poverty, drougp,

remm’ ; ation. You never knew when the rice was going to ryp out.

an;i g:;l o believe that Africa’s image of the perfect female bOdy Was
mo%'e realistic than the long-legged leanness I had beep Conditioneg

far mor! e. There, it is beautiful — not shameful — ¢, Carry weigh¢

to admire. ’ ' d st h ght o
the hips and thighs, to have a round stomach anpqg heavy, SWiﬂging
breasts. Women do not battle the bu;ge, they celebrate it. A body is not
something to be tamed and moulded. .

. The friends who had christened me Chicken
sion to fatten me up. It wasn’t long before a d
stew twice a day began to change me. Every month, the women woylq
take a stick and measure my backside, noung with pleasure its graduya
expansion. “Oh Catherine, your buttocks are gewung nice now!” they
would say.

8 What was extraordinary was that 1, too, belj
more beautiful. There was no sense of panic, no

resolves to go on the miracle grape

lappa tight across my hips and we

-hips made it their mj.
1et of rice ang rich, oily

eved I was becoming

shame, no guilt-ridden
-and-water diet. One day, I tied my

nt to the market to buy beer for a
wedding. I carried the crate of bottles home on my head, swinging my
hips slowly as T walked. I felt transformed.

In Gambia, people don’t use words such as “cheating,” “naughty,” or

“guilty” when they talk about eating. The language of sin is not applied

to food. Fat is desirable. It holds beneficial meanings of abundance,
fertility and health,

My perception of beauty altered as my body did. The European tour

& “ ‘m,”
15ts on the heach began to look strange and skeletal rather than ?Sh

They had no hips. They seemed devoid of shape and substance. Wo;:ll:“

! once would haye envied appeared fragile and even ugly. The

they represented no longer made sense. cein
After a year, | came home. I preached my new way of

' - ing belie
an}.(me who would listen, I wanted to cling to the liberatitg
iosmg weight had nothing to do with self-love.
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Iwaﬂdered around the malls ip 5 dislocateq daze

ing on clOthes (A3 WUng 50 cleganqy o o 1 el unconyyy
hearing old voices mside my head; “Plaiq makes yo, lzniqum& ! began
(00 short for that style. . . . Verticg] Stripes are More slir(;mf_at. .
9 lng' ‘e, VV
plack.
I joined the clu.b. Just a few weeks after | had wo,
scooped up rice w1t}.1 my hands, 1 was climbing ; Na lappa ang
aerobics shoes. The instructor told e that [ haq
“weigh in” after my wor-kouts. There were mirrors o,
I could see women watching themselyes I se o0 the walls and

some beat of synthesized music,

We were a roomful of women striving to reshape ourselves into some
kind of pubertal ideal. I reverted to my natural state: one of yearning to
be slimmer and more fit than I was. My freedom had been temporary.
I'was home, where fat is feared and despised. It was time to exert
control over my body and my life. I dreaded the thought of people
saying, “She’s let herself go.” _ ,

);f ;greturn to Africa, Igam sure the women will shake their .head; 12
bewildered dismay. Even now, I sometimes catch my fﬂe!ﬁfw“ !
Window and their voices come back to me. “Yo! Chicken-hips!
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